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Delineafion of an African-American Cemetery 
(38BU1895B) on Parris Island, South Carolina 
By Chester DePratter and James Legg 
In July 2000, historic map research by 
the authors led to the identificatIon 
of an·unmarked African-American 
~~mete·ry (38BU1895B) on the Parris 
Island Marine Corps reservation. 
the cemeteryappears on at least four 
USMC maps dating between 1916 
and 1921. The site was deliberately 
avoided when an extensive tempo­
rary barracks complex, the West 
Wing Extension (38BU1895A), 
consisting of barracks, messhalls, 
latrines, and a hospital, was con­
structed in the area during World 
War I (Figure 1). The barracks were 
removed in 1927, and the cemetery 
site appears intact on a 1933 map. 
Apparently any surface indications 
of graves were removed some 60 
years ago, when several small 
warehouses were built around the 
edges of the cemetery, and knowl­
edge of the cemetery began to fade. 
This cemetery is one of at least 
four cemeteries on the island 
containing graves of slaves, freed­
men, and later island residents. In 
the decades prior to the Civil War, 
there were about 
500 slaves living 
on several Parris t 
N 
Ifsland planta­
tions. In the 
years after the 
war, the island 




the U. S. govern­
ment began 
purchasing large 
tracts of Parris 
Island land 
during World 




remain on the SCALE : FEET 
island under a 
lease arrange­
Figure 1: Detail of a 1919 USMC map showing the West Wing 
Extension barracks complex built in 1918. Building identifications 
all residents have been added by the authors. (SCIAA map) 
except those who 
were employed by the Marine Corps last Black residents were relocated off 
were forced to leave, and in 1937, the of the island. 
The cemetery's location was 
misplotted by previous researchers 
ment. In 1927, 
who placed it beneath a recruit mess 
hall located approximately 1,000 ft 
from its actual position. When we 
notified the Marine Corps of the 
actual location, they immediately 
requested that we conduct fieldwork 
sufficient to delineate the boundaries 
of the cemetery. The tract occupied 
by the cemetery is a grassy, sparsely 
wooded recreation area with picnic 
tables, horseshoe pits, and a volley­
ball court. 
A ground-penetrating radar 
survey of the site was undertaken in 
August by a team consisting of Dr.Figure 2: A ground penetrating radar survey preceded test excavations at the cemetery. 
Left to right , Nina Serman , Rebecca Barrera, and Dr. Kent Schneider. (SCIAA photo) 
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Ervan Garrison and Nina Serman 
from the University of Georgia and 
Dr. Kent Schneider of the U. S. Forest 
Service (Figure 2). The radar results 
were intriguing but were too 
ambiguous for site delineation, 
although final results of this work are 
pending. 








eight, shallow (1.0 
ft to 1.5 ft-deep) 
backhoe trenches 





mapped (Figure 3). 
Trenches were 
excavated only to 
the base of the 
topsoillayer in 
order to limit 
intrusion into 
graves. All or 
portions of 55 
grave features 
were recorded 
(Figure 4). The 
maximum dimen­
sions of the 
cemetery were 
revealed to be 
about 265 ft X 165 ft, with the total 
number of burials estimated at 
behveen 450 and 500. The cemetery 
was found to lay substantially 
undisturbed, with only minor 
infringements by the warehouse 
complex (Buildings 856, 866, and 867 
on Figure 3) developed during World 
War II. The size of the cemetery, 
among other clues, suggests that it 
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may have been in use for several 
generations, and it is reasonable to 
suppose that 38BU1895B was 
originally the cemetery for the slaves 
of one of the five or six major 
plantations that occupied Parris 
Island after the mid-18th century. 
Sea Island African-American 
cemeteries dating to the late-19th and 
other had a broken whiteware bowl. 
In addition, a small collection of 
other items that were possibly grave 
goods was recovered from disturbed, 
topsoil context, including parts of 
several pressed glass vessels and a 
porcelain dog figurine. The general 
scarcity of grave goods at 38BU1895B 
suggests either that the practice of 
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Figure 3: 38BU1895B site map. (SCIAA map drawn by Lisa Hudgins) 
early-20th centuries typically 
exhibited an array of surface grave 
goods such as bottles, ceramic 
vessels, clocks, whelk shells, etc. No 
such objects were present on the 
surface at 38BU1895B, and only two 
of the 55 graves encountered had 
associated artifacts-one had a 
collection of glass bottles and 
tumblers dating to ca. 1900, and the 
placing personal 
items on top of 
graves was not 
common among 
Parris Island 
residents, or, more 
likely, that landscap­
ing during World 




ment resulted in 
removal of most 
such materials. All 
grave-related 
artifacts have been 
analyzed and 
photographed, and 
all will be re-buried 




yielded evidence of 
other occupations of 
the 38BU1895 area. 
A variety of prehis­
toric materials was 
recovered, including 
ceramic sherds and 
three projectile points, spanning a 
period from about 4,000 to about 500 
years ago. A possible Late Archaic 
period (4,000-3,000 B. C.) habitation 
site was suggested by a cluster of 
Stallings Island fiber-tempered 
potsherds in association with a 
faded, linear stain that may be a 
house wall feature. The 1918 West 
Wing Extension complex was 




Figure 4: One of the 28 backhoe test trenches dug to 
define the limits of the cemetery. The features with light, 
subsoil fill are graves; Building 856 is to the right. 
(SCIAA photo) 
Figure 5: World War I USMC artifacts from the West Wing 
Extension occupation. Items include an unfired .30'06 cartridge, 
a blank .30'06 cartridge, a .30 caliber rifle bullet, an unfired .45 
caliber automatic pistol cartridge, a Springfield .30'06 5-round 
clip, a web eqUipment strap end, a boot lace tip , and USMC 
uniform buttons. (SCIAA photo) 
" 

represented by World War I USMC 
artifacts, including uniform buttons, 
web equipment hardware, rifle and 
pis tol cartridges, 
and architectural 
debris (Figure 5). 
A posthole, 
foundation rubble, 
and iron pipes 
from a 1918 
la trine / ba thhouse 
building were 
found just beyond 
the northeast edge 
of the cemetery. 
Although this 






research at Santa Elena, 
it turned out to be an 
interesting project. Our 
work on this cemetery 
will allow it to be 
preserved and protected 
from disturbance. A 
final report on this 
project will be completed 
in Spring, 2001. 
Field crew for this 
project consisted of 
Chester DePratter, James 
Legg, Kris Asher, John 
Kirby, Lisa Hudgins, and 
Rebecca Barrera. Transit 
work was done by 
Stanley South and 
Chester DePratter; Lisa 
Hudgins produced the 
final site map. The 
laboratory crew con­
sisted of James Legg, 
Kris Asher, John Kirby, 
Erica Bruchko, and 
Frank Talbot. The 
backhoe was provided 
by Patterson Construc­
tion Company and was 
operated by Kenny 
Bennett. Work on the site was 
funded by a grant from the U. S. 
Marine Corps. 
SANTA ELENA DESIGNATED 
AS NA'fIONAL LANDMARK 




Save America's Treasurers 2000 Logo 
In January 2001, Santa Elena will be 
officially designoted a National Historic 
Landmark by Secretary of the Interior Bruce 
Babbitt. The new designation covering 67 
acres includes the remnants of Charlesfort 
and the town of Santa Elena and its two 
known forts. Dr. Mark Barnes, Senior 
Archeologist, National Register Programs 
Division, National Park Service, began work 
on this nomination more than a decade ago 
and finally achieved success through 
dogged persistence. 
Also, the site recently was designated an 
official Save America's Treasures site. Save 
America's Treasures is a partnership 
between the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation and the White House 
Millennium Council. 
Plans are currently being made for a May, 
2001 , ceremony on the Charlesfort/Santa 
Elena site to celebrate these two important 
listings. For information concerning this 
event, contact Chester DePratter at SCIAA. 
Save America's Treasurers is a White 
House Millennium Council initiative created 
by President and Mrs. Clinton as part of 
the National Millennium Commemoration 
and was established February 2, 1998. It 
is a national effort focused on "protecting 
America's threatened cultural treasures... , 
including significant documents, works of 
art, maps, journals, and historic structures 
that document and illuminate the history 
and culture of the United States." 
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